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When President Fernando Lugo (2008-2012) was ousted in a parliamentary coup in June 2012,
legislators from right-wing parties justified their attack on democratic institutions by saying
the president had been guilty of “poor performance of duties,” and cited a bloody event that
had occurred days earlier, on June 15, 2012, as a pretext. The incident, known as the Curuguaty
Massacre, had resulted in the deaths of 11 campesinos (agrarian workers) and six of the 324 special
police agents sent to repress the occupants of state-owned land that was under de-facto exploitation
by a private firm. Four years later, on July 11, judicial proceedings on the massacre ended with
sentences of up to 35-years handed down to 11 campesinos, but without any investigation of the
policemen involved (NotiSur, July 13, 2012).

Investigation ignores campesino deaths
In an article on June 6, the Associated Press quoted Amnesty International to recall that when he
had presented his findings to the court, prosecutor Jalil Rachid had said he had not investigated the
person or persons who had had fatally shot the workers “because the investigation focused on the
campesinos’ ambush of the policemen.” Rachid was recently appointed the country’s vice minister
of domestic security.
Given this—plus other biases and omissions—several organizations and local and international
personalities and institutions are calling for the government of President Horacio Cartes (NotiSur,
Sept. 6, 2013) to set up a new and impartial trial. The day before the judgment was read, the US
Department of State had sent Paraguay’s Foreign Ministry a letter signed by 10 Republican and
Democratic legislators urging that the issue have a fair and transparent resolution. Similar messages
from several Nobel Prize recipients, humanitarian groups, United Nations commissioners, InterAmerican Court of Human Rights (IACHR) Judge Eugenio Zaffaroni, and legislators from the
European Parliament and the Southern Common Market have arrived in recent days.
“This farce we have just seen takes us back to the bloody years of the Alfredo Stroessner
dictatorship (1954-1989) in which the judiciary was merely a mask used to crudely cover up the
cruelest assassinations,” said journalist José María Quevedo, one of the main defense witnesses for
the campesinos (NotiSur, Feb. 28, 2014). Quevedo, who participated in an independent investigation
done by the Plataforma de Estudios e Investigación de Conflictos Campesinos (Platform for the
Investigation and Study of Agrarian Conflicts, PEICC), presented judges with testimony collected
from Curuguaty residents who said seven campesinos who had been wounded were later shot
to death. He also presented other testimonies that, in his judgment, prove that the scene of the
massacre was altered and that there was fraudulent handling of the evidence.
In addition, Quevedo referred to two points the court refused to consider. One, that paramilitary
men hired by the company calling for the eviction of the campesinos from Marina Cue—the 2,000
hectares of state-owned land where the campesinos and police were killed—had participated in the
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attack against the campesinos. Another, that a clandestine landing field and a 40-hectare marijuana
field found at Marina Cue would prove that the area, which borders Brazil, is a drug and contraband
smuggling base.
Furthermore, the team of PEICC investigators established that during the operation, police flew
helicopters carrying snipers armed automatic weapons equipped with telescopic sights. They
presented high-definition photographs from one of the helicopters and cited the testimony of one
of the police chiefs in charge of the eviction, who said that a video had been turned over to Rachid.
Besieged by the evidence, the prosecutor quoted another unidentified police chief who had told him
that “this film doesn’t exist because the helicopter camera was in poor condition.”

Key witnesses die before testifying
Marcos Agüero, a pilot who would have been a key defense witness, since he was the one who
hand-delivered that film, died suspiciously in a plane crash in August 2015, days before the date
set for his court appearance. Vidal Vega, one of the leaders of the campesinos at Marina Cue, was
another strong defense witness. He was killed in his home, six months after the massacre and also
after having confirmed the campesinos were unarmed, “thus proving that the police died from
friendly fire in the midst of confusion and the low visibility that existed in the wee hours of that
winter day.”
After the July 11 ruling was issued, defense attorneys and numerous national and international
humanitarian groups prepared a petition to present to international forums. It includes some of
the reasons that, in their judgment, prove “irrefutably that the process against the Curuguaty
campesinos is void and without legal validity, besides being a violation of all human rights.”
The document, published on July 31, demanded a retrial and included the following points:
The deaths of the 11 campesinos were not investigated. During the trial, no effort was made to
discover the identity of the killers or how they killed the campesinos at Marina Cue. The bodies
had multiple high-caliber gunshot wounds. The investigation only focused on the death of the
policemen. The facts “reveal a blatant and disgusting partiality to the point that, in opening and
closing arguments, the prosecutor asked for a minute of silence in honor of the six security agents
and ignored the deaths of the 11 campesinos.” For the Paraguayan state, “there weren’t any workers
killed, nor policemen who were killers and torturers,” Quevedo added.
A generic accusation of murder was carried out. The prosecutor charged the campesinos with
attempted homicide because, he admitted, he couldn’t determine or identify which one or ones had
killed the policemen. “As no responsible individual for the deaths was found, the event is legally
unviable.”
Cases of execution and torture were not investigated. Evidence that some campesinos were executed
after the shootout was presented to the prosecution. Also, the prosecutor did not admit allegations
of torture that were presented days after the massacre, “which reinforces the thesis of bias shown
in the investigation.” Lucía Agüero, one of the women who was found guilty, told the court she saw
how her brother, De los Santos Agüero, was riddled with bullets. Martina Paredes, a witness and
sister of two of the dead campesinos, told the judges that one of them called her from his cellphone
asking to be rescued because he had been wounded and he feared they would kill him. He was later
executed and photographed, along with two other campesinos, with a shotgun between his legs.
Autopsies were not conducted on any of the 17 dead.
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The Marina Cue lands belonged to the state, not to private owners. Therefore, the campesinos could
not be considered squatters and the request to evict them on behalf of the company that exploited
the land could not be taken as valid, since it would be the company that was the invader and guilty
of a crime. Public documents show that the 2,000 hectares were donated to the state in 1964, during
the dictatorship, and they were given to the Navy, which, in turn, rented the land to soy growers.
In October 2004, the state declared the lands of social interest and transferred them to the National
Institute of Rural and Land Development (Instituto Nacional de Desarrollo Rural y de la Tierra,
INDERT) to be assigned to an agrarian reform program. “Therefore, we cannot speak about an
invasion of a property by a third party.”
Beyond the legal issue, what matters are the political reasons that led to this massacre and the use
of the event to prosecute and overthrow a constitutional government under the false charge of
poor performance of duties,” said Darío Aguayo, one of the lawyers for the campesinos. Oxfam
representatives charged that Paraguay was once again ignoring the human rights of its people.
Aguayo explained that Lugo’s administration had initiated a policy of wealth distribution that
sought to include the neediest.
“The coup,” he added, “made us return to the times of Stroessner, during which the government
benefitted economic groups tied to the exploitation of land, drug trafficking, and smuggling. If there
were any doubt of what I say, I refer to the facts: In this trial, despite the evidence, the government
refused to look into Marina Cue being used as a drug trafficking and smuggling base. In addition,
the presidents emerging from the coup, first Federico Franco (2012-2013) (NotiSur, Aug. 31, 2012, and
Sept. 28, 2012) and Horacio Cartes, turned toward dominant economic groups: favoring foreign debt,
opening the economy, and authorizing 12 new varieties of genetically modified seeds, a great dream
for Monsanto and landowners.” Monsanto is the leading maker of genetically modified food-crop
seeds and a major producer of agricultural chemicals. It has been active in Latin America for many
years (NotiSur, July 1, 2016, and SourceMex, Sept. 3, 2014).
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